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T he democracy of Classical Athens was designed to avoid 
paralysing division and dangerous disenchantment in its 
political life. But how was this achieved? And what might we 
learn from the example of Athens today? Jon Hesk investigates. 


UK voters are deeply divided over the 
Brexit referendum and its aftermath; as 
were the US electorate with respect to the 

2016 Presidential race. In both countries, 
millions of people felt frustrated and disil¬ 
lusioned with the usual workings of demo¬ 
cratic politics. And the outcomes of these 
two votes led many to question whether 
‘the people’ can be trusted with such 
important decisions. In a recent survey, 
only 25% of Brits and Americans who 
were born in the 1980s agreed that it is 
‘essential’ to live in a democracy! Perhaps 
the result of the UK ‘snap election’ of 

2017 and the success of Emmanuel 
Macron in France offer a more encourag¬ 
ing picture of how ‘people power’ can 
deliver change and set a fresh agenda. In 
the former case, however, the realities of 
a hung parliament and a weak, divided 
government have considerably dampened 
any initial spirit of optimism or sense of 
‘democratic renewal’. 

Weariness with democracy is nothing 
new. But we should remember Winston 
Churchill’s (borrowed) observation that 
‘democracy is the worst form of govern¬ 
ment except for all those other forms that 
have been tried from time to time’. 
Oligarchies and dictatorships destroy the 
rule of law, freedom of expression, and the 
dignity of their people. By definition, they 
deny their citizens a proper say in how 
they are governed. We ought, then, to ask 
how we can make democracy work better, 
rather than flirting with the possibility of 
non-democratic systems. 

It’s the taking part that counts 

Many voters in 2016 complained that 
politicians and successive governments 
had been ignoring them for years. People 
felt powerless, and were understandably 
receptive to the idea that they had been 
‘left behind’ by an ‘elite’. But what might 
a time-travelling classical Athenian say? 
Probably that these disaffected voters 
really are powerless. Unlike our system 


today, Athenian democracy actually was a 
government by the people {demos). They 
did not rely, as we do, on an elite group of 
politicians and officials to do the work of 
governing on their behalf. 

The 500-strong Athenian Council 
(Boule ) was a key element in this more 
empowered and participatory system. It 
met almost daily and was responsible for 
the ordinary running of the city’s affairs. 
But it was also divided up into ten groups 
of 50 Councillors. We shall return to the 
question of how these representatives 
were chosen below. What is important to 
note here is that each of these smaller 
groups took turns to maintain a twenty- 
four-hour presence at the heart of the city. 
As such, they were ready to take immedi¬ 
ate decisions in the event of emergencies 
or on the arrival of important news. The 
Boule also prepared the agenda of busi¬ 
ness for Athens’ very large people’s 
assembly (the Ecclesia), where council¬ 
lors presided over the conduct of debates 
and voting. 

Whatever the Ecclesia decided by a 
majority vote became the sovereign will 
of the people. That decision was then 
passed back to the Boule for implementa¬ 
tion. A surviving assembly decree of 
325/4 B.c. reveals that this aspect of the 
Councillors’ job was both complex and 
crucial. The decree authorizes the creation 
of a new Athenian naval station overseas. 
And it calls on the Boule to coordinate 
with twelve different officers and commit¬ 
tees to make this happen. Councillors had 
final responsibility for ensuring that the 
ships, equipment, and men needed were 
delivered and dispatched in a timely and 
efficient manner. 

This may sound like the sort of work 
which could only be done by career politi¬ 
cians or professional administrators. And 
Athenian Councillors were indeed paid 
for their trouble; they could also be offi¬ 
cially honoured by the Ecclesia for doing 
good work. But, remarkably, a new Boule 
was appointed every year via the random 
selection of male citizens over the age of 


thirty. Most of these citizens would have 
been ordinary farmers, craftsmen, or busi¬ 
nessmen. And they could only serve on the 
Boule for a maximum of two years in their 
entire lives. This means that, in any given 
year, thousands of older citizens were able 
to draw on their previous valuable experi¬ 
ence of governing on the Boule when 
considering proposals put to the big sover¬ 
eign assembly. 

What if an adult citizen never got to sit 
on the Boule or was not yet old enough to 
do so? Well, he could still attend the 
Ecclesia. At least 6000 citizens had to turn 
up for this assembly to go ahead, and, in 
the fourth century, it met 40 times a year. 
Of course, wealthy ‘elite’ politicians such 
as Pericles and Demosthenes influenced 
such meetings with their proposals and 
speeches. But less articulate and powerful 
Athenians were still crucial actors in the 
process because of their vote and the noise 
they could make throughout the debates. 
An Athenian who attended only a few of 
these meetings each year was still likely to 
be feeling a lot more included and 
‘empowered’ than most UK or US citizens 
do. 

Past and present 

Modern democracies have much greater 
populations of eligible voters than classi¬ 
cal Athens did: tens of millions rather than 
tens of thousands. Despite this, some 
political thinkers have recently proposed 
that we can and should replace our elected 
parliaments with paid legislative bodies 
which would be appointed through 
randomized selection of ordinary citizens 
- either on a voluntary basis, by compul¬ 
sory service, or a mixture of the two. 
Others argue that it just would not be prac¬ 
tical for us to copy the highly intensive and 
inclusive Athenian system of participa¬ 
tion. Alongside the problem of getting so 
many people involved, modern law¬ 
making and government seem too 
complex and time-consuming given the 
competing demands of work and family 
life in the 21st century. Perhaps we really 
do need professional politicians, adminis¬ 
trators, and experts to do it all for us. 

On the other hand, several recent and 
encouraging experiments suggest that we 
could mix some Athenian-style demo- 
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cracy into our ‘representative’ systems. 
For example, ‘citizen juries’ have been 
promoted and run in both the USA and 
Germany, where a panel of local residents 
is randomly selected to hear evidence 
from experts and advocates about a parti¬ 
cular issue (e.g. business proposals which 
might help the local economy and yet 
adversely affect the environment). These 
juries then deliberate and agree certain 
recommendations, which can either be 
implemented straightaway or else used by 
elected politicians to guide their final deci¬ 
sion-making. Citizen juries encourage 
well-informed deliberations and deci¬ 
sions. They can reflect the voice of a 
whole community rather than particular 
factions or interests. And they give some 
direct power, governmental experience, 
and responsibility back to ordinary voters. 
This is all very much in line with classical 
Athenian principles. 

The problem of homophily 

Another problem with our modern demo¬ 
cratic culture is that everyone is in a 
bubble of sorts, or ‘homophily’ (i.e. ‘love 
of the same’) - as sociologists prefer to 
call it. People tend to seek similarities in 
their friends, marriages, workplaces, and 
neighbourhoods. We may consequently 
live and work in an environment where we 
rarely discuss current affairs with people 
who either disagree with us, or whose 
lives, backgrounds, and cultures are very 
different to our own. And so, we may not 
hear about certain views and experiences 
which could change or deepen our current 
view of a political question. 

We may also miss out on crucial know¬ 
ledge and evidence which are not avail¬ 
able within our bubble because of the way 
social media operates. Networks like 
Facebook and Twitter, for example, lock 
users into personalized loops, each with its 
own feed of news and political inclina¬ 
tions. Thus, algorithms filter sources of 
information and topics to reflect the clicks. 
Tikes’, and shares of our friendship group. 
Unless our friends have very divergent 
views and life experiences, everyone 
starts to see the same material and to post 
similar reactions. This, in turn, creates an 
‘echo chamber’ in which the information 
you already know and the opinions you 
already agree with get repeated and ampli¬ 
fied. Alternative views and new informa¬ 
tion which might challenge your opinions 
disappear from view; echo chambers also 
make it more likely that ‘fake news’ will 
be believed and shared. 

Bursting the bubble 

Bubbles and echo chambers are making 
our own democratic societies more 
divided than is healthy. The more that we 
only hear the side we agree with, the more 


convinced we become of our own right¬ 
ness (and the other side’s wrongness). 
Compromise, consensus, and mutual 
persuasion become impossible. 

From one perspective, classical 
Athenian democracy was itself an exclu¬ 
sive bubble. If you were a child, woman, 
slave, or resident foreigner of non- 
Athenian parentage, then you could not 
participate in any of its decision-making 
bodies. Aristophanes’ comedy Lysistrata 
jokingly hints that the Athenians might 
make better decisions about the war with 
Sparta if only they listened to the perspec¬ 
tive and advice of their mothers, wives, 
and sisters. 

But the Athenian system was at least 
designed to prevent division and ‘echo 
chamber’ effects among the male citizens 
who were eligible to participate. For 
example, each of the ten groups of 50 
which made up the Boule represented a 
different Athenian tribe. And the member¬ 
ship of each tribe was deliberately 
designed to contain communities from the 
three different regions of Athens’ terri¬ 
tory: inland, coast and city. So the Boule 
forced citizens to meet, mingle, and ‘do’ 
democracy with strangers who lived miles 
away from them. Even if you did know 
some men in your own group of 50, you 
were unlikely to know many of the other 
450. Thus citizens of different ages, walks 
of life, and regions were compelled to 
share diverse expertise and information 
and to work together to solve problems. 
The Boule was the ultimate anti-bubble. 

From echo chambers to debating 
chambers 

But the larger Ecclesia too was good for 
making sure that the demos got to hear 
opposing arguments and shared new 
information. Ordinary citizens had time to 
reflect on what they were hearing, to 
change their minds or suggest improve¬ 
ments. Inscriptions make clear that it was 
not just the well-off and well-known 
politicians who got up to move important 
amendments to key proposals. Indeed the 
system encouraged and allowed the mass 
of ordinary citizens to alter or reject what 
was put before them. Thucydides even 
records one occasion where the Ecclesia 
voted to kill the entire male population of 
the rebellious city of Mytilene, but then 
had a second meeting at which it narrowly 
changed its mind the next day. 

As student councils or debating clubs 
can tell us, face-to-face discussion is often 
more reasonable and useful than what you 
can achieve online. Debating together in 
an officially recognised body also reminds 
us of our common goals, over and above 
what divides us. But we cannot stop the 
rise of all the news, political activity, and 
opinion-forming which takes place 
online; in other words, we should embrace 
and learn to utilize online tools effectively 


to filter out the bubbles and encourage a 
meaningful dialogue between diverse 
groups. In the last interview of his 
Presidency, Barack Obama even 
expressed the hope that ‘we can create a 
virtual public square that feels better for 
people’. He argued that it is by public 
consensus, rather than deep division that 
democracies solve political problems. 
Maybe it is time for us all to create a 
massive online Ecclesia. 
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